CutBank
Volume 1
Issue 55 CutBank 55

Article 3

Spring 2001

The Affair
David Cates

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarworks.umt.edu/cutbank
Part of the Creative Writing Commons

Let us know how access to this document benefits you.
Recommended Citation
Cates, David (2001) "The Affair," CutBank: Vol. 1 : Iss. 55 , Article 3.
Available at: https://scholarworks.umt.edu/cutbank/vol1/iss55/3

This Prose is brought to you for free and open access by ScholarWorks at University of Montana. It has been
accepted for inclusion in CutBank by an authorized editor of ScholarWorks at University of Montana. For more
information, please contact scholarworks@mso.umt.edu.

David Cates
T

he

A ffair

IT STARTED as charmingly as any Benjamin Byrnes could re
member. He sat in a Mexico City cafe after lunch, trying to begin
reading a novel his wife had given him for the trip. The first
paragraph described how the scent o f bitter almonds reminded
a doctor o f the fate o f unrequited love. Viviana was sitting on
the other side o f the horseshoe counter and her yellow dress,
her broad, brown face and lovely black hair, caught Benjamin’s
eye. He kept glancing up. He didn’t know what almonds smelled
like anyway, much less bitter ones. And although he thought he
could imagine unrequited love, he had no idea what the fate o f
unrequited love could be.
Viviana was sitting next to an old man in an ugly green suit
and she held his elbow when they got up to leave. They passed
close behind Benjamin on their way to the door, so close he
thought he could smell the fabric o f her clothes. He turned to
watch her walk away. She held a folded napkin between her fin
gers and she let it dangle behind her back for a step or two. Then
she let it drop to the floor.
Benjamin sat still for a moment, intrigued and uncertain. Only
one real look had passed between them. He waited until she and
the old man had left the cafe and then he got o ff his stool to pick
up the napkin. He sat down again and unfolded it. He marveled
at what human beings are, how needy and conspiratorial. He
thought o f the sign above his boss’s door, “Customers are fur
bearing animals,” and laughed to think how easily he’d been
caught.
The note was to the point. Her name, Viviana Miranda Cortez.
H er address. Her phone number.
That afternoon he sat on the bed in his hotel room and tried to
call Guzman again. Roberto Guzman had a chain o f family res
taurants, each with orange Naugahyde booths and a big plastic
sign outside that pictured a cartoon fat boy, winking. He had a
reputation for being gung-ho American, anything American—
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but Benjamin wasn’t sure how well he spoke English. Just to be
safe, Benjamin had sent him a few glossy photos showing beau
tifully prepared veal meals. He had hundreds more in his suit
case. The photos could slide into plastic display stands for the
center o f each table.
The line was still busy, so Benjamin hung up and did another
set o f pushups. When he finished he sat back on the bed and
tried Guzman again. A woman answered this time. He asked in
Spanish if Senor Guzman was in. He couldn’t understand her
answer but stayed calm. He caught a glimpse o f him self in the
mirror above the dresser. His black hair had been cut shorter
than usual and he liked the look o f it against the collar o f his
white pinpoint Oxford shirt. He asked again if Guzman was in,
and again he couldn’t understand what she said. He knew he’d
exaggerated his ability to speak Spanish in order to get this ac
count but didn’t think he was that bad.
“D o you speak English?” he finally asked. Sweat dripped
from his temples and neck and down the middle o f his back.
“No.” She sounded angry.
If being a salesman had taught him anything it was to not
take rudeness personally. Some people were just rude. They
were born rude and would die rude. Unless o f course they wanted
something, and then they were nice. He left his name and num 
ber, said thank you in Spanish, repeated thank you in English,
and then hung up.
He pushed aside Guzm an’s number and looked at Viviana’s
note. The address meant nothing to him but dialing the number
was easy enough. He traced the creases on the napkin with his
own fingers and thought o f hers. He thought o f her face and
hair and body and his stomach lifted slightly and pressed against
his diaphragm. No matter how many women he slept with, they
remained compelling enigmas to him. He didn’t see his philan
dering as lust. It was curiosity. W hom a woman wanted, why
she wanted, when she wanted, how she wanted— knowing these
things made him feel on the inside o f some great mystery.
She answered on the second ring.
“Is it you?” The voice surprised him. H er accent was Ameri
can, East Coast and educated. Probably money.
“Viviana Miranda Cortez?”
Spring 2001
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There was a pause. Benjamin thought he heard her swallow.
“Can we m eet?” she asked.
They m et in the Alameda at dusk, a large park in the center o f
the city. They stood together in a small crowd in front o f a m an
with a boa constrictor wrapped around his neck. Viviana told
him she was born in Mexico but moved to Connecticut when
she was eight, the same year her m other divorced her father and
married an American. She laughed nervously. She said she hoped
Benjamin didn’t think she was cold on the phone because actu
ally she was breathless.
The skin o f her face was sm ooth and brown, her neck long
and shoulders round under the same linen outfit she’d w orn that
afternoon. The shadows and growing darkness brought a chill
and she shivered. Benjamin put his arm around her shoulder
and she leaned against him.
“Why breathless?” Benjamin asked, teasing. “You don’t even
know me.”
“No,” she said, calmly. “I don’t. But my husband sleeps in
the afternoon. And again early in the evening.”
Benjamin nodded as though that explained everything. Col
lege m ost definitely. H e ’d guess Ivy League by her tone, or one
o f those w om en’s schools. H e kept his eyes on the snake and
the m an and die way die snake w rapped around die m an’s chest
and waist, and pardy down his leg toward a sheet spread out on
die sidewalk. O n die sheet were arranged clusters o f herbs and
corked Coke botdes filled with clear liquid.
“So w hat’s he got?” Benjamin said.
“Money,” she whispered.
Benjamin looked at her, confused. “W hat?”
“O h.” She blushed. T hen she laughed, waving her hand.
“ Snake oil, I guess.”
They left die crowd and began to wind their way through die
park.
“I like to walk,” she said. “I can see and h ear... I like to
pretend I’m in a movie. Have you ever been alone for a long
time?”
He had 110 idea what she was talking about. H e felt the warmth
o f her skin and held her tighter and smiled understanding^. In
these situations he could lie as naturally as breathing.
8
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“O f course!” he said, but as the lighted sidewalk wound
through thick trees, he suddenly got the creepy feeling he was
being set up for something. He remembered how she’d held the
white napkin between her red fingernails, how she’d let it dangle
behind her ass, how she’d dropped it. The lonely young wife o f
a rich old man. And her English. Too perfect, he thought. He
tried to remember if it was her impulse to walk in this exact
direction, or his. He calculated how much money he carried.
The sidewalk was empty in front and in back and he felt every
muscle in his body tighten. They walked without talking for a
while and then the sidewalk turned a corner into a small brick
plaza, fairly crowded with people.
Relieved, Benjamin spotted a pay phone and excused him
self. He was going to pretend to make a call, just for something
to do, to give himself some distance from Viviana, but for the
hell o f it he tried Guzman again. To his surprise, he got through.
Guzman spoke English well and told Benjamin he’d got the
message from his wife and wanted to see him right away, if pos
sible. Benjamin agreed and hung up. Then he hurried back to
Viviana and explained that he had some unexpected business.
He said he was sorry and asked if she’d meet him tomorrow.
She nodded but looked down at her feet— and when she squinted
up again her eyes seemed suddenly sad and he knew she thought
he was ditching her.
He took her hand to reassure her, and noticed she must have
removed her ring, a gesture that amused him, and made him feel
generous and lucky. She was an odd duck but probably harm 
less. Apparently lonely. Undeniably beautiful. He raised her
hand and kissed it, but kept his eyes on her mouth. He liked her
mouth, the full shape o f her lips, and the slight downward turn
at the corners before she smiled.
The next morning he had to reach for her note on the bedside
table to convince himself he hadn’t dreamed her. He and Guzman
had gotten drunk in a bar and ended up walking down Cinco de
Mayo sometime after midnight singing syrupy Spanish love songs.
Benjamin cringed remembering how Guzman stopped him un
der a streetlight and declared that he looked just like Tom Cruise.
Flustered, Benjamin said Guzman looked like Milwaukee Brewer
pitcher Teddy Higuera.
Spring 2001
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They didn’t talk business, which was okay. Benjamin could
wait. Guzman’s three hundred restaurants would triple his sales,
so he could afford to be patient.
He rolled out o f bed and washed his face and put on his
jogging shorts, shoes and a sweatshirt. His wife, Jill, had warned
him against running in Mexico City because o f the pollution,
but Benjamin felt so hung over he had to do something. From
his hotel, he ran down to the Zocalo and made two laps, which he
figured to be about a mile each. He did a set o f pushups in the
elevator and another when he got back to his room. He sat on
the bed to catch his breath and plan his day. He had three or
four accounts to contact before noon, so he set those up and
then dialed Guzman just to touch base. They planned a meeting
for the next day, which Benjamin didn’t think was pushing it.
Still, you never knew Successful businessmen like Guzman were
hard to gauge. You never knew what they were hiding.
That evening he and Viviana crowded into an elevator and
then onto the viewing area on top o f the Interamencan Tower.
This was Benjamin’s idea. For the past two days he’d felt lost and
wanted to get a better feel for the shape and geography o f the
city. But when he looked out from the top o f the tower what he
saw didn’t help. Unlike Chicago or Milwaukee, or any o f the
cities Benjamin was familiar with, few o f the streets here were
either perpendicular or parallel to any other. Like a giant amoeba,
the city sprawled across the valley with no comprehensible shape
or end. The most distant streets and buildings simply faded be
hind an orange-brown smog.
Viviana leaned against him and Benjamin felt dizzy. He put
one arm around her and then quickly the other. He couldn’t get
over the way life seemed to rise up around him, wherever he was.
Which is what he loved about traveling, about his work. A few
days ago he’d been in Milwaukee and this morning he’d taken a
jog around a four hundred-year-old cathedral. Now he stood on
the viewing deck o f a skyscraper next to a beautiful and rich
woman, her thick, black hair inches from his face. He could
smell her strawberry shampoo and gaze across the top o f a city
that may as well have been on the moon. He knew nothing
about the Aztecs but he knew that much o f what lay below used
to be a lake with an island in the middle. It was hard to imagine.
A modern city hiding the site o f one o f the world’s great civiliza
tions!
10
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He kissed Viviana. She let her head fall back and her mouth
opened, and when the kiss ended he pulled her quickly through
the crowd and got the first elevator down.
His hotel room was little and the walls painted yellow He
hadn’t noticed how little and how yellow until he watched Viviana
walk toward the center o f the room and lay her black purse on
the bed. A strand o f black hair hung down across her forehead
and she used the back o f her hand to push it away. It seemed a
curious gesture, rough and impatient, neither tentative nor sug
gestive.
Again, as in the park, Benjamin felt a shock o f panic that he
was being set up. It started somewhere in the middle o f his
spine and shot up toward his skull and down the back o f his legs
to his heels. He quickly closed the door behind him. Viviana
looked up and smiled shyly
“This is fast,” she said.
He didn’t answer. He never claimed to be an expert on tim
ing. In his experience all timing was was being ready when the
woman was ready. If you had your own ideas, chances are you’d
be accused o f bad timing. He thought o f how she’d dropped
the note and again marveled at the things that happen in life,
especially with women. He always felt disproportionately charmed
when one wanted him. H e thought o f past lovers, some with
their wild, playful joy, like the elevator woman in Chicago, her
tiny fist gripping a bottle o f gin, her high, goofy laugh. Others
with their odd requests, like the lawyer in Baltimore, one o f his
wife’s old classmates, who got down on her hands and knees in
the bathtub, and then asked him to stand over her and pee.
H e’d been astonished, shocked. He tried to talk her out o f it.
He joked, even pleaded.
And then he did it!
Although he never mentioned it to another human being,
much less suggested it, for a few months afterward he thought
about urinating on every attractive woman he met.
H ow strange life was!
He took Viviana in his arms and they lay down on the bed
and still more memories came to mind, women whose exagger
ated noises made him feel as though he was with something
mechanical: touch here, moans come out there. Others with their
incessant face stroking, and still others, like his wife, who were
S p rin g 2001
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technicians, mouthing a steady stream o f instructions and pro
hibitions, certain o f just exactly what she wanted and how it
should be done.
After a few minutes Viviana’s straining seemed to cave into
quiet surrender. She didn’t move exactly. It was more a shudder.
H er face looked sad and wounded, eyes like an animal’s search
ing his as he entered her. He had to look away.
Afterward she burst into tears.
He held her head against his neck until she pushed away and
sat up. Then she quickly dressed and stood in front o f the mir
ror and brushed her hair. Benjamin watched for a while and
then grabbed an orange from the complimentary fruit basket.
“D o you realize how I’ve used you?” she said.
Benjamin began peeling the orange with his thumb. H er tears
had bothered him, and now the morose whine o f her voice both
ered him. She’d gone to Yale— he was right about the Ivy
League— and had more opportunity to stand on her own feet
and make her way than ninety-nine percent o f the people on this
planet. But she’d married an old rich man, got lonely, and picked
Benjamin out in a restaurant. She lured him with an intriguing
note. Now she was acting remorseful and it was almost too pa
thetic for him to bear.
“It doesn’t matter,” he said.
She lowered the hairbrush and looked at him through the
mirror.
He pinched o ff a piece o f orange and ate it. “It goes both
ways,” he said.
She turned and threw herself back onto the bed. He felt like
he was watching a bad tv show. But still he put the orange down
and stroked her hair.
“People need what they need,” he said. “There’s no use tor
turing yourself.”
“But you’re married,” she said, her face tormented. “I’m
married. D on’t you believe in loyalty?”
He continued stroking her hair but the question irritated him.
He didn’t know what to say. H e’d met Jill in college and married
her immediately after graduation. What actually happened was
she’d made him feel like a coward for not proposing so finally he
did. They had two daughters, ages 12 and 6, and after the first
12
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was born he decided that rather than hate his wife because he
didn’t love her, for the sake o f a peaceful home for the children,
he’d get what he needed outside the marriage. It was old fash
ioned but maybe that’s what he was. H e’d been disloyal more
times than he could count. And he would be again. So did that
mean he didn’t “believe in” loyalty? He didn’t think so. It just
meant he couldn’t do it very well.
He stroked Viviana’s neck and touched her cheek and said
words o f comfort, tender words, words he’d only used on his
own daughters when they were babies.
Gradually she calmed down, and sniffed, looked up, smiled
even. “I tried once with another man. An Englishman.”
“What?”
“I mean, before you.”
Benjamin shook his head. “Look, I-”
“No,” she said. She lifted herself onto her elbows and pushed
her hair back o ff her face. “We went to dinner. I was going to
do it. Cheat. But instead I went to the ladies room and I left!”
Benjamin shrugged. He wasn’t touching her anymore and he
didn’t know what to do with his hands.
“D o you think I ditched him for my principles?” she asked.
“For my husband? Because I got scared?”
Despite himself, Benjamin was curious. “I don’t know. Why
did you ditch him?”
“I left,” she said, “because whenever he laughed he looked
like a horse!”
She laughed suddenly, dropping her face into her hands. H er
shoulder blades pressed out through her dress and looked deli
cate and fragile. Benjamin laughed too. It felt good and he
couldn’t help it, and when they were done, he said, “Let’s go out.
It’s still early.”
They walked down to the Alameda. The sky had turned pink
and the breeze rustled the leaves on the trees and the city air
carried the rare scent o f flowers. They were silent for a while.
H er nervousness had disappeared and a kind o f quiet posses
sion held her body still and made her movements graceful.
They made a loop through the park and then walked back to
find her a cab. But she seemed in no hurry so they sat down on
a bench. Evening came on, dusk and then twilight, and BenSpxing 2001
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jamin felt enchanted by the color o f the sky, the breeze and the
falling coolness, and the way even the traffic sounds seemed less
harsh and more musical.
Benjamin had never considered him self a particularly good
husband, or father, and he knew he was only a mediocre sales
man w ho’d had a few lucky breaks. But he still felt good about
his life. As much as anything, it was this paradox that pleased
him. Happiness wasn’t that hard, really.
The next day Guzman broke his appointment and left town for
his ranch in Tampico. Benjamin took care o f all the minor ac
counts, then called the Milwaukee office for permission to wait a
week for Guzman.
He and Viviana spent every possible mom ent together, eve
nings and some afternoons. They walked in the park or took
excursions to beautiful places in the country, where water fell
through pme forests, or where Aztecs built pyramids a thousand
years ago. As the week went on, they both began to feel as though
their lives had changed, had entered a previously unexplored ter
ritory. But to Benjamin this wasn’t a new feeling. N or was it real.
It was part o f the fun, part o f what being with a woman some
times helped him feel.
As his departure approached, first five days away, then four,
the end lent an enjoyable urgency to their every touch and word.
After four days Guzman came back and invited Benjamin
home with him to his three-story penthouse, complete with a
mural o f the Spanish conquest and a marble fountain. And de
spite requiring that Benjamin stay half the night while a group
o f men who called themselves the Federal District Men’s Swim
Team, obviously a gay bunch, partied hard in the pool— and prob
ably because none o f this bothered Benjamin in the least—
Guzman proved an eager buyer.
The sale meant tons o f veal a week— and return trips every
couple o f months. But Benjamin didn’t say anything to Viviana.
He had a rule with women, no more than three times, which he’d
already exceeded. And although he liked Viviana, who knew what
he’d feel two months from now? By the evening o f his depar
ture, the urgency between them had even grown tiresome. She
went with him to the airport and held his hand the entire way.
14
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He could feel her staring at the side o f his face and wanted to say
something mean, like the movie was over. But when he turned
and looked at her brown eyes he felt guilty for leaving, and for
not telling her he’d be back. And when he looked at her mouth
he wanted to stay.
In Milwaukee it was winter already and the gray o f the bay
stretched all the way to the horizon, where it met with the gray
o f the sky. Jill met him at the airport and they talked pleasantly
about the girls on the way back to their suburban home under
maple and oak and hickory trees, bare now, leafless. As he un
loaded his suitcase from the trunk he said how tired he was, and
Jill said how he must be, and how she hoped the trip went well,
and he said it did. The Mexicans went whole hog for veal, he
said, and Jill laughed. The sound o f it irritated him.
Nevertheless when she slipped into bed with him, he made
love to her, slowly and quietly. It seemed to him that she mis
took his slowness for tenderness, and his tenderness for pas
sion. The thought made him sad— but only for a moment. He
quickly fell into a deep and dreamless sleep.
He woke the next day, cheerful and full o f energy. The first
snow had fallen during the night and he loved the way the world
had transformed. He opened the window in his bedroom and
smelled the cold, felt its harkening back to his northwoods child
hood, while all the tropical urges and memories o f his trip began
to fade.
In the weeks that followed, he threw him self with renewed
enthusiasm into his work. Catapulted forward by his success in
Mexico, he began to outline sales plans for all o f Latin America,
and eventually Asia. In his ambitious moments, he foresaw him
self spearheading the company’s international growth. He and
Jill lived mostly separate lives. She went to bar association meet
ings, continuing education seminars, and served on the board o f
The Women’s Health Alternative. H e played poker with his
friends, went to sales conventions in D etroit and Tulsa, and
worked out at the Y.
W hen he left Mexico, he thought that within a m onth he’d
forget Viviana Miranda Cortez even existed as a real person. She’d
fade into the ranks o f erotic memories like the attorney in BaltiSpring 2001

15

more, the woman in Denver. But as November passed into D e
cember, his memories o f her became even more vivid and alive,
and less erotic. In a meeting, or on a plane, or at home eating
dinner with his family, the voices he heard around him easily
became hers, and he’d drift off and then come back disoriented,
wondering where he was and what had been said and whether
he’d answered.
Before he could sleep at night he’d have to go downstairs and
have a drink. He sat in the quiet, dark house and remembered
Viviana on the shore o f a lake, kissing her in the wind. He re
membered the smell o f her hair across his face, the feel o f her
fingers grasping his shoulders. Her memory filled him with long
ing. She became even more beautiful in his mind, more noble
and good, and he became better, too: honest and supportive,
decent and kind. He began to see himself as trapped in a terribly
unjust situation, and the way he’d acted in Mexico was him act
ing at his best, his most heroic and noble. When he saw beauti
ful women in Milwaukee, in restaurants, or on the sidewalk, he
tried to meet their eyes, tried to find the spark he’d found with
Viviana.
But when they looked up, if they noticed his stare and stared
back, he’d feel instantly ashamed, like a fraud, dishonest and pa
thetic, as though they could see right through him to the un
happy, middle-aged man he was.
He carried that sadness just under the surface o f his skin, it
seemed, and sometimes in the car on his way to work, listening
to the morning concert, it threatened to well up in his eyes as
tears.
One evening before dinner he read a news story about re
cently reunited lovers who’d met in France during World War II.
“They were apart for forty years!” he said to Jill, strangely exhila
rated. “And they never forgot! Can you imagine?”
She looked up at him as if he’d suddenly burst into French
himself, her head cocked and her hand on her hip. There was a
weariness in her eyes that unnerved him.
“And since when are you so interested in romance?” she asked.
That night he fantasized inviting all o f his former lovers home
to meet her. H e’d line them up in the living room and into the
front hall, around the stairs and through the kitchen and then
back into the living room again. H e’d introduce her to each one,
16
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remembering all their names. Then she’d really know me, he
thought.
His next trip to Mexico was fast approaching and he counted
the days. But at work his ambition began to slip. He distracted
him self during long meetings by looking around the room at all
the fresh faces, the groomed look o f his colleagues, and imagin
ing them as babies in diapers, bawling and shitting and pulling
each other’s hair, spilling water, eating paper.
He began to want to talk to somebody about Viviana, some
thing he’d never done about any woman he’d been with. H e’d
been careful in the past, and as far as he knew, his friends consid
ered his marriage a good one, which only intensified his loneli
ness. One day on his way out o f the Y with Bill Carn, an old
friend and investment banker, he said, CCI met the most amazing
woman in Mexico.”
Carn squashed a Russian hat down over his bald head and
said, “Mexico? T hat’s great. I guess NAFTA’s opened every
thing up.”
Benjamin felt sick to his stomach. He watched C am ’s shiny
leather shoes step ahead o f him down the sidewalk and suddenly
his life felt empty. He remembered Viviana’s question about loy
alty and wondered what he did believe in. At a dinner party
recently, during a discussion about the school lunch program,
he’d watched his wife slam her slender fist onto the table and say,
“But I believe in healthy foods!”
H e arrived in Mexico City in the evening and by the time he got
through customs and into his hotel it was almost eleven o ’clock.
H e took out Viviana’s note and thought about calling her— but
after having no contact for seven weeks, he was afraid. W hat if
she wouldn’t talk to him? At this hour he’d go out o f his mind.
He looked at her address and marveled at how he didn’t even
know where that was, or what it looked like. He suddenly felt
ashamed o f his ignorance. When he was with her he’d hardly
asked a question. He only knew what she volunteered, and he
hadn’t been particularly interested in that. He assumed she had
no children, but he didn’t even know.
He showered and lay down and listened to the faint traffic
noise nineteen stories below. Just before he might have slept, a
couple entered the room next door and began a vigorous conSpring 2001
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versation in Spanish, followed by vigorous sex. He tried watch
ing a big fat clown and a puppet on television, but he couldn’t
understand the Spanish and the canned hysterics depressed him.
He called the front desk for a cab. He dressed and pocketed
the note and took the elevator down to the lobby.
The Mexico City streets, so congested during the day, were
quiet and almost empty. He felt nervous in the cab, but the ride
was hypnotic and pleasurable. The driver took a series o f left
turns, followed a boulevard for miles without bothering to stop
at the lights, and the city rose up around them, tall buildings and
billboards o f every shape, the streetlights making the pavement
orange and silver.
Benjamin leaned his forehead against the window and watched
the dark buildings pass. He marveled at how every single person
on earth had to sleep once a day. It seemed a miracle somehow.
Everyone— good guys, bad guys, rich, poor— everyone had to
find a warm, comfortable place, turn o ff the lights, and sleep!
Eventually the cab arrived in a hilly neighborhood. Wroughtlron fences and stone walls topped with shards o f broken glass
surrounded each home. Tall trees lined the sidewalks. Shaped
shrubbery and manicured lawn filled the boulevards. When they
got to Viviana’s address the cab stopped and Benjamin stared
through the gate up the driveway to the shadow o f her home.
A dog barked.
The driver asked if Benjamin was getting out and he said no,
he only wanted to see. He sat in the cab and tried to imagine
Viviana coming home by herself after the nights they’d spent
together, having to get out here, open the gate by herself, or have
some trusted guard open it for her. He thought o f the dog bark
ing incessantly and he thought o f her walking up the dark drive
way and shivering in the chilly air. He thought o f her saying,
“Have you ever been alone for a long time?” and how glibly he’d
responded. He thought o f her face and wanted to hold it be
tween his hands, but suddenly felt ashamed o f his selfishness,
and scared. He knew she didn’t deserve the trouble he was about
to bring.
“Okay,” he said to the cabbie. “Take me back.”
In the morning he called her. When she heard his voice she
whispered, “O h my god” and hung up.
18

Spring 2001

His stomach felt light with vertigo, his feet not quite on the
ground. He braced himself against the textured wall o f his room
and called back immediately.
“I need to see you,” he said.
There was another pause. He tried to picture her in his mind
but couldn’t quite.
“You’re here?” she asked.
“Yes.”
“Please,” she said. H er voice was pinched.
“What?” He waited through the silence that followed. He
expected at any mom ent to hear her hang up.
Benjamin came back to Mexico City every six weeks, and he and
Viviana spent every mom ent they could together.
His work went well, and on each visit he spent at least part o f
a day and one evening with Guzman, whom he’d come to con
sider his friend. They’d have dinner and drinks together. Guzman
was the only person in the world he told about Viviana. It felt
good to talk— and with Guzman, an openly gay man, married to
a woman, anything and everything was not only possible but ac
ceptable.
When Benjamin described in one sentence his love for Viviana,
his need for his children, and how despite feeling no passion for
Jill, he respected her and wanted to stay married to her, Guzm an
didn’t laugh and say, that’s absurd! Instead he rested his elbows
on the table and his chin on thick, intertwined fingers, and one
moment he smiled and nodded and the next his eyes misted freely.
When he spoke, it was often philosophically. Always the big
picture.
“One hundred years from now,” he said one evening, smiling
as if he knew a secret, “who will remember?”
As spring moved into summer, Viviana began to lose weight
and broad blue lines formed under her eyes. Benjamin urged her
to see a doctor and she said she had, but there was nothing wrong.
Still she didn’t get better. She seemed wounded somehow and
looked exhausted. She told him things had been going poorly at
home— and he should never, under any circumstances, call her
there again.
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So on each visit he’d plan the next, and she’d collapse into his
arms when he’d greet her in his room, and sometimes she’d stay
all night long. She’d say her husband was out o f town and he
didn’t doubt her. O r she wouldn’t say anything. H e’d hold her as
though he were giving her sanctuary, as though it were she w ho’d
traveled from far away. H e’d rest each o f his fingers on a rib, and
feel her heart beating in her chest, and think this must be what
it’s like to be home.
He arranged with his office to go to Mexico every four
weeks— and then, lying about difficulties with Guzman, every
two.
One morning, almost a year to the day since he’d first met
Viviana, Benjamin sat in the kitchen o f his Milwaukee home and
held his youngest daughter, Brittany, on his lap. She asked about
the size o f his nose, and was it true it kept growing forever, like
Mom said, and would hers get as big as his someday, and if a
person lived to be a thousand would that person have a nose like
an elephant?
He told her that he’d never seen a person with a nose like an
elephant but people were living longer and getting older every
year, so who really knew.
“Weird,” Brittany said.
Benjamin looked at her captivated little face and thought how
that afternoon he was going to fly to Mexico, how he was going
to meet a woman he loved, and how if Brittany knew she’d feel
terrible.
His oldest daughter, Emily, did a cartwheel in the kitchen and
grabbed her lunch o ff the counter. He flinched when she kissed
his forehead. She smiled and practiced her Spanish, “Adios, Papa.”
Benjamin drove Brittany to grade school. When he dropped
her o ff out front, he noticed the many other parents doing the
same thing, and the scrubbed and pleasant looks on their faces
depressed him. He felt as though he could see through all o f
their pretension. He wondered how many were o ff to see a
lover, how many had been recently cruel to their spouses or chil
dren, how many were stealing from their companies or doing
other hidden things. They did what they needed to do in secret,
and they convinced themselves it was better that way.
And who could argue? Look at all those kids, standing in line
dressed for school, lunch boxes bright with prints o f superhe
roes, little faces shiny with hope!
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Indeed, he thought, the world would certainly fall apart if
there were no secrets.
The next day, Benjamin found him self sitting in a sidewalk cafe
listening to a conversation at the table next to him. Viviana hadn’t
come to his hotel, nor had she left a message. Guzm an had left
on one o f his spur o f the mom ent trips to Tampico, and Ben
jamin had spent a morose afternoon in the city by himself. He
wandered the streets in the old part o f town, and he thought o f
little else but Viviana, and Jill. Just before he’d left Milwaukee,
on the way to the airport, he almost stopped to call Jill and tell
her. Just the memory o f his impulse made him cringe. Thank
god he’d kept driving. The truth was never easy to tell and to try
to tell it now seemed suddenly foolish.
A man at the next table spoke in accented English to another
man, who was taking notes. In order to distract himself, Ben
jamin leaned over to listen. The man said he lost many friends in
the Malvinas. He said there was many terror in Argentina. He
said some people disappear— suddenly be gone!
“And we pretend we do not notice,” he said. “We read news
paper. We dip bread in coffee and smile at our wives and chil
dren.”
Benjamin glanced over. The man, about his age, but slighter,
grayer, hunched over a soft drink, occasionally sipping through a
straw. He wore a sport coat and cotton slacks and running shoes.
He looked quite ordinary except for his green eyes, watery and
suspicious. He noticed Benjamin’s glance immediately so Ben
jamin quickly looked past him, to a young waiter in a white coat
w ho’d cornered a mouse against the building and now tried un
successfully to stomp it.
The man with the soft drink closed his m outh tight and cov
ered it with his hand. He laughed.
“It is dangerous even to burp!” he said.
This was the second visit in a row that Viviana hadn’t shown
up. Two weeks ago she’d left a message, at least: her sister-inlaw was visiting and she couldn’t break away. Benjamin needed
to see her. He felt desperate. H e’d never been addicted to drugs
or alcohol, or even cigarettes, but suddenly felt a wave a com pas
sion for those who were. This is how they m ust feel, he thought,
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this tingling, this unease. This meaninglessness, this boredom,
this misery.
He called Viviana’s house from the hotel but nobody an
swered. He tried again, and still no answer. It was late and he
knew he was begging trouble but he tried a third time. He let the
phone ring and ring and ring.
Still no answer.
He sat down on his bed and called the front desk and asked
the clerk if there’d been any new messages. None. H e lay back
but couldn’t sleep. He felt angry at Viviana— how could she
abandon him? He did some pushups but they didn’t help. He
lay down again and watched the light and shadows play across
the ceiling o f his room.
He sat up and dialed. This time somebody answered. A
man. Benjamin paused and then asked in Spanish for Viviana.
The man said something grouchy that Benjamin couldn’t under
stand. He asked again and still couldn’t understand the response.
He thought maybe he’d gotten the wrong number so he said
fuck you and hung up and dialed again.
The same man answered. Benjamin hung up without speaking.
At dawn he dressed and took a cab to her house. He hadn’t
been there since the first night he came back and the beauty o f
the neighborhood astonished him, the bougainvillea crawling up
and over the white walls, purple and red, the violet trees and
shrubs with orange blossoms. The cab parked out front and he
got out and knocked on the gate.
A maid approached from around the corner o f the house.
She was young, fifteen, maybe, and wore an apron.
He asked if the Senora was in. The maid shook her head and
looked confused. She had a huge mole on the corner o f her lip.
He asked again, and the maid did the same thing.
Benjamin stood for a moment without speaking. He tried to
stay calm. “Viviana,” he said. “Viviana Miranda Cortez?”
The maid shook her head slowly. Sleepy-seeds clung to the
corners o f her eyes. “She’s gone,” she said.
Benjamin smiled. “Where?”
The maid shrugged. Behind her a gardener crossed the lawn,
dropping pieces o f bread in the grass. A squirrel bounced along
behind him.
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“No,” Benjamin said. “I mean, when will she be back?”
The maid looked at Benjamin as though suddenly she knew
just who he was.
“Dona Viviana is gone,” she said. “She doesn’t live here any
more.”
Benjamin tried to catch his breath. He held the gate with
both hands.
“What? Since when?”
The maid pursed her lips and looked up. “Five months?
Four?”
Benjamin squeezed the bars on the gate. “Where did she
go?”
The maid looked back over her shoulder to the gardener.
“Where did Dona Viviana go?”
The gardener approached slowly. He stood right behind the
maid and creased his brow and pretended to think. “Down
town?” he said.
“Downtown?” Benjamin said, his voice rising with the blood
that filled his face and throat. “There are fifteen million people
downtown!” He stopped shouting when he noticed the maid
had taken a step back. His own face had begun to quiver. He let
go of the gate and spoke quietly again. “Where?”
The maid shook her head and looked at her feet. The gar
dener shrugged and dropped another piece of bread for the squir
rel.
At a bar in the city that evening, Benjamin stood with Guzman
explaining how he’d find her. H e’d start right here, he said, and
walk a circle. Then he’d walk a bigger one. It wouldn’t be hard.
O r maybe it would be. But he’d walk a bigger and a bigger one.
It was how he’d learned to find the next blood drop in the woods
when he bow-hunted as a boy. He didn’t like leaving wounded
animals and could follow a trail all night long. Blood shines off
dull leaves in the beam of a flashlight. He could walk circles
until he’d covered the entire globe.
“You’re mad,” Guzman said.
“I’m not mad,” Benjamin said. He pulled out his wallet. “I’ll
buy a round.”
There was a long pause while he waited to order and then for
the bartender to bring the drinks.
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“I have a beautiful ranch in Tampico,” Guzman said. “Trees
and grass and sea! You can come up there and hunt.”
“You’re drunk,” Benjamin said.
“I am drunk,” Guzman said. But he smiled and snapped his
fingers. “She’s a legend! Viviana, la leyenda\ But feel this.” He
dropped his hand onto Benjamin’s shoulder. “I am real.”
Benjamin looked at his face, his sad squint, tired and drawn.
They were the same age but Guzman looked ten years older.
“I used to think you were happy man, Roberto.”
Guzman laughed out loud. Benjamin laughed, too, then
turned and walked toward the open door o f the barroom and
stepped out onto the sidewalk. He stood still for a moment,
sober but wobbling with vertigo. He wondered dispassionately
about his daughters, how long they’d hate him, and he wondered
about Viviana. She was somewhere in the city. Why didn’t she
tell him she’d left her husband? Had she been waiting for him to
leave his wife? He felt momentarily betrayed. Maybe everything
she’d told him had been a lie.
But then he began to walk. Traffic had thinned and a string
o f pearl-colored streetlights stretched both ways as far as he could
see. A brief rain had stopped but left the streets washed and the
air so clean his heart ached all the way to his throat. What did it
matter, really, if she’d lied, if she hadn’t told him everything?
She was just like anybody else, sick and tired and lost and scared.
He turned right at the first corner, onto a darker street, and
imagined himself from above, a mouse in a maze that filled the
valley. He had no idea where he was going but it didn’t seem to
matter. He was walking now, pulled by something bigger than
anything he’d ever known before. He felt strangely exuberant,
and he wanted to tell her.
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